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ABSTRACT

The exclusion or inclusion of political secularism is
a controversial issue in many nascent states, because

political groups often use religion as a political tool to
manipulate the masses. In some newly-independent states,

religious sentiment of citizens may be manipulated by
different regimes; yet, the unique style of adopting

religion may or may not increase religious tolerance in
government. This study uses a case study approach, focusing

on political secularism in Bangladesh. Data collected
includes journal articles, books, a map, newspaper articles

and government documents. This study will explore the rise,
fall and revival of political secularism in Bangladesh. The

case study of Bangladesh suggests that political secularism
has experienced constitutional changes under different

regimes that often create dichotomous political platforms,
thus accelerating political instability. Research presented

here finds that political, economic, and social
enlightenment are crucial elements to reflect the true

nature of political secularism in some cases. There are
some potential factors that may impact political secularism

in Bangladesh which remain outside the limited scope of
this thesis.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Religion plays a fundamental role in human lives as

reasoning for the existence of all creatures. Providing a
sacred meaning of life, religion itself becomes a sensitive

issue. Nowhere is this more evident than in central

governments of some new countries. Moreover, the world

religions may have distinct justifications about the morals
concerning life. Such distinctions can create conflict

between religions and central governments. Thus, political

secularism has always been very contentious, depending on
the socio-political situation of a state. The main obstacle
in embracing political secularism is keeping religion
separated from state affairs.

Since human beings have a tendency to justify the

meaning of life as well as their own conduct, they seek

answers from philosophical and sacred thoughts. Religion is
a philosophical concept with ambiguous interpretations it

lead to metaphysical arguments.
Many political leaders and political groups use
religion as a tool to achieve their political agendas.
Consequently, political secularism becomes a contentious
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topic, and often leads to communal violence.
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acquire

Having analyzed the

community,

is:

to

the

dominant

a politically

the

original

constitution of a nascent state following removal of this

ideal?
One possible answer to the preceding question follows:

If tolerant citizens of a nascent state experience rising

and falling authoritarian versions of religious influence
in national politics, then political secularism may
experience a rise, fall, and constitutional restoration
over time.

The study of political secularism helps to understand
the religious tolerance of citizens in the nascent states.

The dynamics of regimes and popular sovereignty may affect
the trajectory of political secularism. Citizens of many
nascent states often have experienced communal violence due

to absence of political secularism at the state level. The
exploration of such phenomenon will help readers to

acknowledge how, throughout history, political leaders have
manipulated sentiments of religion. Such acknowledgement
may enhance citizens' rational capacity to understand that,

besides religious tolerance, political secularism is also

important to create a secular state.
For ease of reading and comprehension,

this thesis is

divided into the following multiple chapters.

CHAPTER TWO provides a review of the distinct
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literature on political secularism and the impact that
political secularism has in different states. Some of the

literature work in this chapter will be used in the case

study.
CHAPTER THREE focuses on the case study methodological

approaches that are used in this study. This includes a
brief discussion of the positives and negatives of case
study approaches.
CHAPTER FOUR introduces the reader to the case study

presented in this thesis - the People's Republic of

Bangladesh. This chapter entails the history of Bangladesh
and will help readers to understand the socio-political

background of Bangladesh.
CHAPTER FIVE describes the period of secularism in

Bangladesh and provides evidence of the condition of

political secularism in newly-independent Bangladesh-

CHAPTER SIX highlights the fall of secularism and how
it helped the rise of Islamic-based politics. This chapter
discusses recent attempts of the National Assembly and the

Supreme Court of Bangladesh may lead to the revival of
political secularism in the country.

CHAPTER SEVEN concludes, after careful examination of

sources and data presented in the preceding chapters, that

4

political secularism can and does experience a rise, fall,
and revival in a limited number of nascent states under
specific circumstances.

The sources in this thesis emanate from multiple
languages. To facilitate readers' comprehension of the

topic, I have taken the liberty of translating some terms

under universal spelling. This freedom does not compromise
the core meaning of the terms, events, or people.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review on political secularism will
inform readers about the different approaches adopted by

some states in order to practice political secularism.

Moreover, the following literature will highlight how
different government regimes, social conditions, extremist
political groups, and political leaders influence the
concept of political secularism in a state.

Hoon (2010) states there are two types of secularism:
hard secularism and soft secularism. The authors define

hard secularism as "hostile to religion..." and further

define soft secularism as "tolerant of religion and

religious differences, and favors political accommodation
of religion while rejecting state interference that may
undermine religious freedom"

(p. 96).

Secularism in Turkey
Unlike many states that adopt secularism, Turkey takes a
uniquely uncompromising approach, which highlights the

variation of secularism in distinct socio-political
cultures. Grigoriadis (2009) argues that secularism in

6

Turkey is an "assertive secularism," that is to say it is

not genuine secularism. In Turkey, assertive secularism is
the government's method of trying to stop all kinds of
religious practices in the public sphere in order to create

a rational society. For example, the government's banning

of headscarves in public places. Genuine secularism does

not promote religion, nor discourage people from practicing
their own religious beliefs. Therefore, Grigoriadis (2009)

argues that since the Republic of Turkey is promoting

assertive secularism, there will be no place for genuine

secularism in its society.

Secularism in the United States

Secularism in the United States is more flexible than
it is in Turkey. Stout (2010) argues that secularism in the

United States is not a threat to democracy because religion
and politics intertwine. However, Thomas Jefferson

mentioned that a wall of separation between church and
state is necessary (Jefferson, 1802). This separation is

crucial in maintaining a secular state. Democratic reform
in the United States can include religious opinions in

politics because there is no pure secularism in the United
States (Stout, 2010). If the government excludes theocrats,
7

that would be an assault on democracy.

Secularism in India

Roover, Claerhout, and Balagangadhara (2011) present
the secularism debate of a culturally diverse country such

as India. Their argument is that India developed secular

ideologies based on the liberal political theory of the
West. However, India has experienced particular
difficulties in maintaining its secular doctrine because of
the rise of Hindu nationalism (Roover, Claerhout &
Balagangadhara, 2011). It is important to note that the

Indian Constitution professes India as a secular state;
however, the state does interfere in some religious
affairs. The dilemma occurs because of the cultural

diversity and the vagueness of secularism in the
constitution, which leaves room for interpretation about

the concept of secularism among many Indians (Roover,
Claerhout & Balagangadhara, 2011) .
As mentioned above, Thomas Jefferson stated that

separation of church and state is necessary, an idea
crucial to secular states. The Indian concept of

secularism, however, does not take the same approach toward

secularism as the United States (Bhargava, 2006). The
8

policy of "principled distance" has given Indian secularism
a unique dimension compared to Turkey and the United

States. For example, India has always declared that it

would maintain a secular status, yet the state may
intervene in relevant religions, depending on the

circumstances, because the government is guided by the
policy of "principled distance"

(Bhargava, 2006).

"Depending as it does on subjective judgment about
religion; 'principled distance7 brings back partisanship

into the state's relation to religious communities that

secularism seeks to prevent" (Roover, Claerhout &
Balagangadhara, 2011, p. 576). Since the lack of objective
justifications on intervening in religious affairs is

questionable; Bhargava (2006) rejects the concept of the

Indian version of secularism.

Additional Secularist Views
According to unrestricted secularists, Mao Zedong and

Vladimir Lenin, a state based on hard secularism has no
place for religion (Stout, 2010). In contrast, Stout (2010)

states that since religion is an essential part of

democracy because democracy supports freedom of speech.
Thus, one may postulate that different political leaders
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and authors view political secularism inversely which may

not be generalizable to all states.

Hybrid Political Secularism in Bangladesh
The roots of Bengali culture run deep through the

effects of language, religion, history, politics, arts, and
media on the Bengali nation. The Bengali (Bangla) language
originates from Sanskrit and is very rich in literary work

(O'Donnell, 1984). The Bangla language is the pride of

Bangladesh because the Bengali Language Movement of 1952
demanded the establishment of Bangla as an official

language. More importantly, this movement inspired
Bangladeshis to achieve their socio-political rights and to
fight against the repressive regime of West Pakistan.

Eighty percent of the population in Bangladesh is Muslims,
however, they are tolerant toward other religions and they
preserve communal culture (O'Donnell, 1984).

Elite groups in East and West Pakistan used their
concept of Muslim identity to survive in an environment of

political unrest from 1947 to 1971 (Hashem, 2010). Even
before the partition of Pakistan, the leaders of East and

West Pakistan had opposing viewpoints on the role of Islam

in Pakistan. In addition, the political situation became
10

more problematic because East and West Pakistan did not
share the same ideology of homeland (Hashem, 2010).

However, the Governor General of Pakistan, Mohammad
Ali Jinnah, welcomed all religious practices in the state

of Pakistan by never making a clear framework or role for
Islam in politics. West Pakistani elite groups always
viewed themselves as the rightful advocates of Islam, but

the Bengali Muslim elite, including Sheikh Mujib, was never

convinced that Islam could unite the East and West (Hashem,

2010). Although, the struggle of identifying the role of
Islam in the state's politics went on for more than two
decades, the Constitution of Bangladesh declared secularism

as one of its core principles in 1972 (Hashem, 2010).
Hossain and Siddiquee (2004) analyze the role of

Ghulam Azam in diminishing political secularism and his

attempts in leading Bangladesh towards an Islamic state.
Ghulam Azam was a war criminal, and as the leader of the

Jamaat1, he desired to establish Islamic principles in

society. Hossain and Siddiquee (2004) state the politics of

Jamaat in Bangladesh generated some support from the common

1 There are multiple spellings of this political party in existing literature. From this point forward in my

thesis, regardless of the original spelling, the word "Jamaat" refers to this party.
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people, especially from madrassa2 'students and right-wing
political parties. However, intellectuals and the civil.,
society criticized Azam's political activism because of his

collaboration with West Pakistan during the 1971 Liberation
War. Inspired by Maulana Mawdudi's literature on Islam,

Azam was sympathetic toward West Pakistan only because it

was Muslim. As of 2004, Azam had continued to argue that
political secularism is a Western ideology, which is not

compatible with Islam (Hossain & Siddiquee, 2004) .
Like India, Bangladesh started its new journey by

installing secularism in the constitution, but Bangladesh
fail to maintain it for long time. Khondoker (2010)
completed an excellent case study about political

secularism in Bangladesh. However, he does not mention how

political secularism was practiced during the period from
1972 to 1975. Khondoker (2010) does not define secularism

in the context of Bangladesh. He fails to mention how the

common Bengali people, who fought a bloody war to create a
secular country, viewed political secularism in the early

1970s. Khondoker (2010) fails to explore the major
incidents that took place during the era of Sheikh Mujib

2 In Bangladesh, madrassas are considered to be exclusively educational Muslim institutions.

12

Rahman (hereafter Sheikh Mujib)t whose regime ended in a
bloody coup in 1975. After the assassination of Sheikh
Mujib, the military government took power and incorporated
Islam into the Constitution, stopping the progress of

political secularism in Bangladesh.
There was a new beginning for Bangladesh in 1972, when

the government banned all religious-based political parties

in order to establish political secularism (Shehabuddin,
1999). However, the Bangladeshi peoples' failure to remain

secular after the rise of Islamist parties such as Jamaat
led to elimination of the word "secularism" from the
constitution. Diminishing the importance of political

secularism helped Islamic fundamentalist parties gain
recognition as legitimate political parties in Bangladesh

(Shehabuddin, 1999) . Moreover, Jamaat used political
strategies to attract women voters. Since women are a large

percentage of the population, and are deprived of many

social rights, Jamaat highlights Islam as a safeguard to
protect women's rights. In reality, Jamaat does not support

political power for women (Shehabuddin, 1999) .

Unlike Khondoker (2010), Tibi (2002) concisely focuses

on the fundamentalists and their views on modernity. The
basic concept of political secularism is the separation of
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religion and politics, but Tibi (2002) argues that Islamic
fundamentalists feel threatened by cultural modernity. Tibi

(2002) explains the reasons why fundamentalists want to.

incorporate Islam into politics. Clearly, cultural
pluralism is politically incompatible with ideas of Islamic

fundamentalists because they want to rule states based on
divine order. Religious fundamentalists employ religion in

politics to achieve their political goals. Tibi's (2002)
content analysis of fundamentalism provides an overview,

which shows that fundamentalists tend to unite people in

the context of religion, not modernity.
For many Muslims, Islam is a way of life. The
incorporation of political secularism becomes difficult in
many Muslim countries based on their cultural background.

Islamic revivalists want to restore God's rule by

incorporating Islamic laws and diminishing Western-inspired

civil codes and political secularism (Esposito, 2005).
However, some radical activists of Islam and

fundamentalists want a drastic transformation of Islam

through violent revolution. The fundamentalists believe

that if a government does not rule the country based on
Sharia law, that government is not legitimate. Therefore,
it is important for these two groups to revive Islamic
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glory in every aspect of social, political, and economic

life (Esposito, 2005).

Constitutional Secularism

The post-election situation in Bangladesh during

October 2001 threatened political secularism (Custers,
2002). The four-party coalition led by the Bangladesh

Nationalist Party (BNP) won the election and was involved

in racial discrimination against the members of
Bangladesh's Hindu community. Custers (2002) argues that

the presence of Islamic forces in the National Assembly and
their activities undermined the revival of political

secularism in Bangladesh. Ghulam Azam, the chief leader of
Jamaat, who opposed the Bangladesh Liberation War became
more politically active after the October 2001 election,

and spread his anti-secular political ideologies by
Jamaat's student wing, the Chhatro Shibir. The members of
fundamentalist groups, and Chhatro Shibir, have long

opposed Bangladeshi heritage. These groups are hostile
towards pro-secular ideologies, religious harmony, and
works by mystical thinkers such as Bauls and Lalan Shah who

preach religious tolerance and humanity (Custers, 2002).
Furthermore, these fundamentalists fuelled fear among
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the pro-secular and progressive students in the

universities, and were involved in violent activities

against Hindus and civil society. However, the coalition

government was unconcerned with the action of
fundamentalists, who were the real threat in reestablishing
political secularism in the Constitution of Bangladesh

(Custers, 2002) . Evidence of the repression by anti-secular

activists include: the communal-patriarchal violence
against Hindus in the wake of the October election 2001,
two Jamaati leaders becoming Ministers of parliament, an
attack on a well-known journalist Shariar Kabir, structural
shifts in political culture, and minimal activities by the
Awami League government (1996-2001) to restore secularism.

In addition, Bangladeshi poets, Bauls, Sufists, and three
different religions serve to influence Bangladeshi heritage

whose key messages are to be religiously tolerant and to
fulfill moral duties (Custers, 2002) . Islamic
fundamentalists view these progressive groups as road

blocks to achieving the fundamentalist Islamic political
agenda.

Custers's (2002) analysis is the secular heritage is

under threat because the four coalition parties led by BNP

hold two-thirds of the seats in the national assembly.
16

However, he is hopeful that pro-secular citizens and'
progressive organizations will protect secular ideas

because secularism has been an important part the country's

history and culture before its independence (Custers,

2002) .
Heitzman and Worden (1989) highlight the core
principles of the Bangladesh Constitution, adopted on

November 4, 1972. The Bengali people fought a bloody war

because they realized that religion could never be a bridge
between East and West Pakistan. Since 1947, West Pakistan

often used Islam as a political tool to control East

Pakistan. Therefore, the framers of the Bangladesh
Constitution carefully used past repression as a lesson
while they drafted the four principles: secularism,

democracy, nationalism, and socialism. In 1977, secularism

was removed from the Bangladesh Constitution and the
sentence "absolute trust and faith in the Almighty Allah"

was inserted (Heitzman & Worden, 1989) .
Ahmed (2003) discusses of party politics in the

Bangladesh National Assembly from 1973 to 2001, which

clarifies the nature of the first parliamentary system

dominated by the Bangladesh Awami League (BAL). Ahmed
(2003) reveals that BAL won monopoly power over the first
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National Assembly due to its contribution to the Liberation
War and its overwhelming victory in the first election.

While BAL was in power, it banned party politics of
rightist parties, such as Jamaat because of its

collaboration with West Pakistan during the war. However,

BAL lost its dominant power in the national assembly after
the assassination of the party leader Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
(hereafter Sheikh Mujib) in 1975 (Ahmed, 2003) .

Making a constitution in a newly independent nation is
a complicated process, and Bangladesh is no exception.

After struggling through nine months of war, the Bangladesh

Constitution was adopted on November 4, 1972. Huq (1973)
highlighted opinions and criticism by student organizations
and political parties about the Constitution of Bangladesh.

Nationalism, socialism, democracy, and secularism were

adopted in the constitution in order to improve overall
economic, political, and social conditions. However,

according to many critics, socialism in Bangladesh failed
due to the lack of attempts to reduce class-conflict and
welfare. Huq's (1973) argument was that the overwhelming

victory of Sheikh Mujib in the National Assembly could have
caused constitutional instability if the government failed
to deal with social, political, and economic problems in
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the newly independent country of Bangladesh.

Hasan (2011) highlights the relationship between Islam
and democracy in Bangladesh, and the attempts by Islamist,

groups to replace the democratic government with Sharia law

in order to declare Bangladesh an Islamic state. The
Jamaatul Mujhahedden Bangladesh (JMB) was one of the most
influential Islamist groups that could not operate publicly

after the independence of Bangladesh in 1971 due to the
incorporation of secularism in the constitution. However,

outside forces compelled the military regimes to allow

JMB's activities in the political discourse of Bangladesh

Hasan (2011). In 1977, "secularism" was deleted from- the
Bangladesh Constitution. This allowed Islamist groups in
Bangladesh to become politically active. Some of these

groups chose to express their political agenda through
violence. JMB's main objective was to create Sharia law in

every sphere of the society and throughout the democratic

regime in Bangladesh and this remains their goal today.

Similar to JMB, Hizbut Tahrir Bangladesh (HTB) is
another influential Islamist party that denies the

democratic regime in Bangladesh. In 2009, HTB was banned in
Bangladesh due to its anti-democratic activities (Hasan,’
2011). For example, HTB rejects the version of freedom
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mentioned in the Bangladesh Constitution by stating that

human beings cannot be completely free because they are a

creation of God and thus, they have religious obligations.
Moreover, HTB believes that the governing system of
Bangladesh is not legitimate because it is not governed by

fundamentalist ideologies. Since HTB and JMB strongly

rejected the ideology of secularism and wanted to establish
God's law in the legal system; it was obvious that these

Islamist groups remain a threat to the weak democratic
system in Bangladesh today (Hasan, 2011).

The journey of secularism took a strange turn when
General Ziaur Rahman (hereafter Gen. Rahman) replaced the

secular principle with "Bismillah-ir-Rahman-ir-Rahim" in

the preamble of the Constitution. The Gen. Ershad's regime

adopted certain state policies continuing this direction
(Ahamed & Nazneen, 1990). The framers of the Bangladesh

Constitution of 1972 hoped that secularism would help
abolish communalism and religious-based politics. Starting
in 1977, Bangladesh's government took many symbolic steps

towards portraying Bangladesh as an Islamic country by

displaying Quranic verses in public places, creating an
Islamic University, using "Bimillah-ir-Rahman-ir-Rahim" in

the beginning of public speeches, and building more
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madrassahs. Through these actions, the government wanted to
create an image of belonging to the Muslim world (Ahamed &
Nazneen, 1990) . Furthermore, the rise of socio-religious
organizations, Islamic based political parties, and weak
democratic structure fostered the Islamization process in
Bangladesh (Ahamed & Nazneen, 1990).
It is important to note that after 1971, as a newly

independent country, Bangladesh experienced a stagnant
economy with sky rocketing prices of daily necessities,

forcing Bangladesh to seek aid from oil-rich countries in
the West. Simultaneously, the hike in oil prices gave those

Muslim states of West Asia and North Africa a monopoly in
world politics. Some of these oil-rich countries financed
missionary programs in Bangladesh to enhance the power of

Islamic-based political parties. Economically, Bangladesh

was vulnerable after its independence. It allowed the
activities of missionary programs and socioreligious
organizations to obtain financing from oil-rich countries.
Ahamed and Nazneen (1990) mention that the role of

missionary activities of Muslim states of West Asia and
North Africa are partly accountable for fostering the

Islamization process in Bangladesh.
Since 1972, political secularism in Bangladesh has
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experienced constitutional changes. Such changes accelerate

contentious politics and create dual identity for the
nation. The struggle between fundamentalists and secular

forces will be traced in the following chapters.

Furthermore, the missing elements which are crucial for
political secularism to revive will be highlighted.

22

CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGIES

The case study approach was selected for this research
because the case study focuses on detailed information and
specific epochs in a particular context. Since the topic of

political secularism in Bangladesh is highly debatable and

the evidence is limited, this case study will help to
obtain a clear picture of the development of political

secularism from limited resources.
Levy (2008) defines a case study as "The detailed

examination of an aspect of a historical episode to develop

or test historical explanations that may be generalizable
to other events"

(p. 2).

There are different typologies of case studies. Levy

(2008), citing Lijphart (1971), states that atheoretical,

hypothesis-generating, theory-confirming, interpretive, and

deviant case studies appear in research projects.
Alternatively, Eckstein's (1975) categories of case studies

are configurative-ideographic, disciplined-configurative,
plausibility probe, heuristic, and crucial case studies

(Levy, 2008) . Additionally, Levy (2008) stipulates the
basic typologies of case studies, which are idiographic,
23

hypothesis generating case studies, and plausibility

probes.
One of the positive sides of the case study is that it

gives the reader detailed information of a particular

event. To test any hypothesis, the universe of cases, the

measurement of the hypothesis, and the analysis of the
causes and effects are necessary (Geddes, 2003) . These

elements are the positive aspects of case studies, because

they are based on qualitative methods, which may strengthen
the quality of research. The universe of the case in this
thesis is the rise, fall and revival of political

secularism in a nascent state, such as Bangladesh. The
hypothesis would be applied on the four independent ■

variables this researcher has chosen: President/ Prime
Minister, the level of domination in the National Assembly
by one political party, political party and level of

coalition outside of the Nation Assembly, and the dynamics

of the economic condition of the general population.

The negative side of the case study is that a
particular case study might not yield generalizable
findings. For instance, the findings of the development of
political secularism in Bangladesh may not be applicable to

the development of political secularism in other nascent
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states. In addition, the participant/observer may have bias
in their findings. If the researcher has extensive

experience coupled with family ties in the specific

geopolitical space of the study, unintended prejudice may
adversely affect scientific findings. Skewed findings may

lead to inaccurate and invalid conclusions.

This research paper is based on an idiographic case
study, because it aims to describe major political and

historical factors in Bangladesh that help to understand
the status of political secularism. According to Levy

(2008), the idiographic approach to case studies assists in

explaining, interpreting, and understanding a single case
study. Despite the variety of case study methods, the
idiographic concept of case study has been selected,

because it provides the intellectual freedom to explore the
historical epochs, and it interprets the multiple factors
that shape the development of contemporary political
secularism in Bangladesh.
As mentioned previously, this research seeks to answer

whether or not Bangladesh can restore secularism to its

Constitution based on the rise and fall of secularism in
Bangladesh's early post-independence. Research on different

versions of secularism promotes understanding of secularism
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in the context of Bangladesh. Documentaries, textbooks, and
journals explain the development and fall of secularism in
Bangladesh.

The historical development of Bangladeshi nationalism,
the significance of secularism in creating a new state, the
rise of fundamentalism, and the process of Islamization
will be explained through content analysis. Historical
themes and facts will be used to answer whether or not

Bangladesh can restore its original Constitutional
principles.

Controlled Comparison
Controlled comparison methods will be used to compare

the processes of political secularism from 1972-1975 and
the process of Islamization from 1976-present. Van Evera

(1997) states that controlled comparison helps researchers
compare different periods within a single case. Since the
theme of this paper is the rise and fall of political

secularism in context of the politics of Bangladesh, the
controlled comparison method will highlight the key
variables that play a significant role in changing the

relationship between states and religions. It is important

to note that the Bangladesh Awami League (BAL), Bangladesh
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Nationalist Party (BNP), Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami, and

the Jatiya Party have played a significant role in the
politics of Islam in Bangladesh. The ideologies and
political activism of these political groups during the

secular era (1972-1975) and Islamic era (1976-present) will

be analyzed to answer why political secularism failed in
Bangladesh.

Process Tracing
Van Evera (1997) defines process tracing as, "The

cause-effect link that connects independent variable and

outcome is unwrapped and divided into smaller steps; and
then the investigator looks for observable evidence of each
step"(p. 64). The process tracing theory helps researchers

trace back the events or the decision making process that
led to the specific current event. The process tracing
approach will be used to analyze how Bangladesh changed

from a secular to an Islamic state and key events that
changed some principles of the Bangladesh Constitution.

Content and Historical Analysis

Krippendorff (2004) states that "Content analysis is
a research technique for making replicable and valid
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inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the
contexts of their use" (p. 18). Researchers use a body of

text to analyze the meaning of words, data, models,
analytical tools and empirical evidence to support their

arguments. In the course of content analysis, researchers
analyze appropriate documents of past events to explain the

evolution of current events. This proposed research will
examine books, documents, journals, and newspaper articles

to highlight the key events that have shaped current
politics in Bangladesh.

The aforementioned is a case study conducted using

process tracing, content and historical analysis. The
purpose of this study is to analyze the development of
political secularism in Bangladesh.
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CHAPTER FOUR

HISTORY OF BANGLADESH

And when entered into the Bengal region, it3 was
transformed into a new shape that we can call
secularism. All types of outsider doctrine transmitted

into the materialistic or secular form. Here in

Bengal, even Islam has its own perception. This is the
unique religious character of Bengal.

(Sharif, 1985,

p. 55)
Contemporary Bangladesh is a sovereign state located
in south Asia. The Mogul empire, the British Empire, and

West Pakistan ruled it for more than five hundred years.
After the mutiny of 1857 in India, British foreign policy
gave Hindu leaders authority to control Muslims in East

Bengal (O'Donnell, 1984). The Hindu leaders were highly

educated under the British system of education and

government services, whereas Muslim peasants in East Bengal

progressed slowly.
Despite many social and economic differences, Hindus

and Muslims in East Bengal had a harmonious relationship

3 Translator's note - Sharif is referring to religion in this first sentence.
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for many decades. O'Donnell (1984) states that "The social

life of villagers was monitored by locally selected

religious leaders, but their economic well-being was in the
hands of zamindars (landlords) selected by the British

government, for which they collected taxes"

(p.40). The

Hindu landlords, lawyers, clerks and teachers progressed
politically and economically, while Muslim leaders in East
Bengal could not improve their social status (O'Donnell,

1984).

Bengal was located in the northeastern region of the

Indian subcontinent, divided into West and East Bengal in
1905 by the British governor general, Lord Curzon. Since
the socioeconomic interests of the Muslim majority in East

Bengal had been overlooked, Lord Curzon thought the
division of Bengal would give Muslims more opportunity to
voice their opinion by holding separate elections

(O'Donnell, 1984). To protect the rights of Muslims under

the British Raj, the Muslim League was created in Dacca in
1906. Since the separation of Bengal and the creation of
the Muslim League had been securing the interests of

Muslims, many Hindus in Bengal were disappointed with this
division. Upper-caste Bengali Hindus disapproved of the
division of Bengal, because they feared the domination of
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elite Muslims in politics would undermine their ruling

class political interests (O'Donnell, 1984).
Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy was the fifth Prime Minister

of Pakistan who proposed the establishment of "United

Bengal" due to the Hindu-Muslim riots. As a Bengali
nationalist, Suhrawardy always fought for the rights .of

Muslims in both East and West Bengal. He publicly

acknowledged that he wanted a 'united Bengal'

(O'Donnell,

1984) .

After the long history of oppression by the British
Raj, in 1947, the Indian Congress divided its territory,

which gave birth to. the new Islamic Republic of Pakistan

(East and West Pakistan)(see APPENDIX A). Despite the
Indian Congress's unwillingness to divide India, the

• .

partition of India occurred due to the ideological

differences between Hindus and Muslims, social movements,
ethnic conflicts and pathological politics. The partition

forced 12-15 million people to move between India and

Pakistan, and nearly 2 million Muslims, Sikhs, and Hindus

were killed during this crisis (Ahmed, 2002). Ahmed (2002)
uses the term 'pathological politics' to explain that
individuals always prefer their own culture, language and

religion to have dominant power in society, and these
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individuals dislike others who belong to other groups.

Thus, the separation of two states became inevitable in

stopping further riots.
Nevertheless, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi promoted
peaceful resistance to create a communitarian pluralist

nation where the culturally diverse population could view
themselves as one united nation. Being aware of all of the
communal violence between Hindus and Muslims, the first

Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, dreamed of
creating a modern secular nation based on universal

citizenship. He hoped that the major structural changes in

the newly independent' India would minimize the animosity
among Hindus and Muslims (Ahmed, 2002).

The Indian Congress was dominated by most of the
upper-caste Hindu leaders, which created frustration among

Muslim leaders that Islamic values and unity would be

undermined in Indian political culture. Thus, many
prominent leaders of the Muslim League never wanted to

create a theocratic state ruled by Hindus. One may assert
that the fear of conspiracy between Hindus and Muslims
often creates political unrest in India. In response to the

political unrest, Raja Sahib Mahmudabad, who was one.of the

vanguards of the Muslim League, expressed his view in 1939:
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When we speak of democracy in Islam, it is not the

democracy in the government, but in the cultural and
social aspects of life. Islam is totalitarian-there is

no denying about it. It is the Koran that we should

turn to. It is the dictatorship of Koranic laws' that

we want-and that we will have-but not through non
violence and Gandhian truth.

(Ahmed, 2002, p. 13)

With the rise of Hindu Nationalism, Pakistani

Nationalist, Chowdhary Rahmat Ali, proposed the creation of

the state of Pakistan in his well-known 1933 pamphlet "Now

or Never"(Ahmed,2002). In his litany, Hindus and Muslims

were two different nations that believed in two completely
different worldviews, and nothing could make these two

nations live together peacefully in a Hindu-majority

region. Moreover, he believed that Islamic ideologies and
culture could not properly grow in the wave of Hindu
nationalism (Ahmed, 2002) . Thus, the separation of Hindus
and Muslims would be necessary to avoid further riots.

During the critical moments of the Hindu-Muslim
conflict, Madhav Sadashiv Gowalkar, the paramount leader of

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), stated that foreign
races (religious communities) in India would be obligated

to adopt Hindu culture and languages (Ahmed, 2002). Foreign
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races would have to respect the Hindu religion, and the
failure to glorify Hindu culture would place foreign races
in subordinate positions that would cause the loss of

social and political privileges. As a result, some Muslims
could not obtain Indian citizenship (Ahmed, 2002) .

Finally, in 1947, the Indian subcontinent was divided

based on religious lines, after the death of millions of
Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs. The Kashmir dispute remained
unsolved (Ahmed, 2002) . Since its independence, the

political leaders of Pakistan suspected Hindus in East

Pakistan were agents of India. Political leaders framed
their political environment based on pathological political
culture where they wanted to create a theocratic Islamic
state grounded in Sharia laws (Ahmed, 2002) .

However, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the first governor

general of Pakistan, had never clarified his view on an

Islamic state. Jinnah stated that people in Pakistan were

free to worship whom they wanted, and they would be treated
equally as Pakistani citizens. Ahmed (2002) argues that

Jinnah was clever, because he made his statements vague by
not mentioning his invisible support of creating a

theocratic state.
Jinnah became more politically experienced after
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seeing the Hindu-Muslim riots, and he learned how to

manipulate his audience. It is important to note that the

Pakistani elite had initially excluded the democratic voice
in their political structure, which frustrated East

Pakistan. East Pakistan's grievances set the foundation for
the Liberation War in 1971 (Ahmed, 2 002) .
"Machiavelli warned the Prince centuries ago: When
once the people have taken arms against you, there will

never be lacking foreigners to assist them"

(Maniruzzaman,

1980, p. 107). Machiavelli's warning was apparent in the
politics of the Indian subcontinent.

The United States, Soviet Union, and China did not
intend to promote secularist ideas or religious settlement
in Pakistan during the civil war; however, their foreign

policies played an important role in shaping the long-term

outcome of the future role of political secularism in East
Pakistan. In response to the March 25, 1971 crackdown in
East Pakistan, the Soviet Union "requested" that West
Pakistan stop the indiscriminate killing of Bengali people.
However, Yahya Khan4 warned the Soviet Union that his

military action in East Pakistan was its internal problem;

4 General Agha Mohammad Yahya Khan was the President of Pakistan.
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therefore, any interference by the world community would be
a violation of the UN Charter (Sisson & Rose, 1990).

On the other hand, President Nixon, an ally of West

Pakistan, advised West Pakistani leaders to accept the
cease-fire with India, because the potential for Soviet

Union assisting India with massive military aid could

destroy West Pakistan (Zaheer, 1994). At this stage, West

Pakistan had no option but to surrender. Finally, on

December 16, 1971, East Pakistan achieved its independence.

The Struggle between West and East Pakistan
Subsequently, the Muslim-majority area of Eastern

Bengal became part of Pakistan when India was divided, and
language agitation took place between West and East

Pakistan. Since 1947, the West-dominated ruling Muslim
elites failed to understand the political viewpoints of the

East, and they underestimated the significance of the

Bengali language. West Pakistan declared that Urdu should
be the official language in Pakistan to serve as an Islamic
symbol. It also created a strong central government, and

labeled opposing political groups in East Pakistan as
Hindu-influenced. West Pakistan strengthened its military

forces to defend its self-interests as well (Zaheer, 1994).
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The narrow premises of West Pakistani ruling classes
marginalized the political rights and social values of East

Pakistan. Eventually, the power structure of these two
wings became so imbalanced due to the domination of the

West that Bengali Hindus and Muslims became very insecure
about the survival of their identity and cultures.
Soon after the partition in 1947, Pakistan's

Educational Conference stated that the education system of
East Pakistan should be based on "Islamic ideology," and

that Urdu, therefore, should be the only national language
of Pakistan (Zaheer, 1994). This uncompromising approach
toward the East caused a ripple effect among Bengalis, and

the demand of the recognition of Bengali as one of the

state's languages turned into a language movement. The
aggressive attitude of West Pakistani leaders on Islamizing

the Bengali language by ignoring the cultural sentiments of
the Bengali's vernacular encouraged Bengalis to resist the
domination of West Pakistan.

The climax of the language movement was reached on

February 21, 1952, when police brutally gunned down student
demonstrators. This event provoked the anger of Bengalis
and the Awami League, and its chief leader, Maulana Abdul

Hamid Khan Bhasani. Other opposition parties were moved to
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action, and they led the movement with the Awami League

(Zaheer, 1994) .

A Controversial Constitution for East and West Pakistan

Making one unified constitution for East and West
Pakistan was a very complex process. Controversies arose

over the constitution's application on the geographically,
linguistically, and culturally divided regions. Zaheer
(1994) argued that on March 7, 1949, questions were raised
about the possible interpretation of religious meaning due
to the Objectives Resolution. According to the prescribed

resolution, the state would use its authority within the
limits prescribed by Him [God]. The Hindu members in the

assembly questioned how to determine the limits and who
would interpret the meaning of such vague wording.

Moreover, Hindus in East Pakistan expressed that the
orthodox interpretation of Islam, in terms of framing the

Constitution, would not open the door for liberal politics,
and the Hindus would not be able to hold higher political

positions in office (Zaheer, 1994). In response to that
fear, Liaquat Ali Khan said that since the Objectives
Resolution gave the people their choice of a

representative, it eliminated the creation of theocracy.
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However, the Objectives Resolution (1949) is contradictory

in itself. One of the Objectives Resolutions (1949)
declares that the state should be guided by Islamic
principles. Another interpretation by Liaquat Ali Khan, the

Prime Minister of Pakistan, mentioned that another part of

the Resolution would denounce the danger of theocracy
because citizens could choose their representatives
(Zaheer, 1994). While citizens of West Pakistan viewed the

Objectives Resolutions with favor, the Hindus of East

Pakistan perceived the Objectives Resolutions with

skepticism.

Akmam (2002) states that Hindu and Muslim leaders did

not get along because the seed of hatred was embedded
between these two religious groups in the fourteenth
century, when Muslims took control of Bengal by

overthrowing the Hindu monarch. Since then, the communal
riots between these groups have become common.

The founding father of Pakistan, Muhammad Ali Jinnah's
proposal of the Two Nation Theory (Akmam, 2002) called for
the enhancement of the glory of Islam, and the protection

of Muslims' rights did not bring positive outcomes for

which the people of the new state hoped. Soon after <
independence, the elite groups of West Pakistan controlled
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civil services and discriminated against Bengalis

(O'Donnell, 1984). As the economic and political
exploitation of the West had increased, Sheikh Mu j ib

emerged as a delegate of the East. He proposed six
political and economic programs to protect the rights of
Bengalis, yet President Ayub believed Sheikh Mujib's
programs were radical.

' *

The following evidence highlights that West Pakistan's
brutal regime lacked sympathy towards East Pakistan even in
a humanitarian situation. On November 13

devastating cyclone struck East Pakistan, killing almost

350,000 people, flooding low-lying areas, and leaving many
people homeless. The president of Pakistan, Yahya Khan,
handled the situation in a less-than-optimal fashion and

did not provide adequate relief for cyclone victims
(O'Donnell, 1984).

Controlled by colonial rule from 1757 to 1947 (Akmam,
2002), the experience of economic and political

disparities, devastation of the socio-economic system by

the Martial Law of West Pakistan, and the painful
experience of the cyclone worked as contributing factors

for East Pakistan to achieve autonomy by rebelling against

the oppressive regime of West Pakistan.
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Akmam (2002) pointed out that March 25, 1971 was one

of the worst days in Bangladesh's history, because the West

Pakistani Armed Battalion launched "Operation Searchlight"
to kill the unarmed Bengali people in Dhaka, the
administrative capital of East Pakistan. The main goal of

this indiscriminate operation was to break the spirit of
Bengali Nationalism by eliminating intellectuals, prominent

politicians, progressive students, and journalists who were
on the forefront of the rebellion. Many orthodox activists

of Jamaat and the Muslim League collaborated with West
Pakistan while the brutal mass killings continued for nine

months. Unfortunately, these traditionalists believed that
West Pakistanis were ideal Muslims and felt a religious

obligation to help West Pakistan by assisting in the

identification of targeted individuals (Akmam, 2002) .

The Road toward Independence

In response to the mass killings, and all other
political and economic disparity, Bangladesh declared
independence on March 26, 1971. Along with the assistance

of Indira Gandhi, the former Prime Minister of India, the

Bengalis bravely fought nine months of brutal civil war.
India aided the Mukti Bahini, a group composed of Bengali
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people trained to fight (Akmam, 2002) . India also provided
shelter to the refugees and obtained international support
for East Pakistan. After great struggle, Bengalis finally
achieved the right to call themselves Bangladeshis. This

victory came on December 16, 1971.

The first step toward creating a constitution for the
newly independent Bangladesh was on March 23, 1972 in the

Constituent Assembly. The elected members from the Pakistan
National Assembly in the election of 1970 took part in
drafting the first constitution. Finally, on November 4,
1972, the formulation of the Constitution of the People's

Republic of Bangladesh was based on the principles of
nationalism, democracy, secularism and socialism (Huq,
1973)

(See APPENDIX B).
Hossain (2007) argues that Sheikh Mujib defined

himself as a Bengali first and a Muslim, second. This

allowed him to recognize the importance of a secular state.
Since Sheikh Mujib had.witnessed the animosity based on

religious issues under colonial rule, he was very

thoughtful about constructing Bangladeshi identity based on
secular ideas.

Moreover, the state of Pakistan always enforced

religious-based nationalism on the East, and criticized
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Bengali culture and language because it was incompatible

with Islamic religious belief (Pattanaik, 2005). The
framers of the Constitution honored and recognized the

importance of Bengali identity. As a result, the Bengali

revival denied any primacy to Islam because of the
political context of Pakistan. Instead, Bangladeshis formed

nationalism based on linguistic heritage and Bengali

culture (Pattanaik, 2005) .
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CHAPTER FIVE

1972-1975: THE SECULER STATE?

Bengalis were delighted to breathe as free citizens in
the newly independent Bangladesh, in 1972. They hoped to

reconstruct their homeland (Shonar Bangla) as they elected

Sheikh Mujib by informal consensus. Sheikh Mujib declared

socialism, nationalism, democracy, and secularism as core

principles of the Constitution. To evaluate the trajectory
of Sheikh Mujib's political secularism in all aspects of
society, it is essential to consider: the political
structure; colonial thoughts in politics; elite concepts;

fragile economy; and factional conflict within the context

of new Bangladesh
Unlike West Pakistan, the progressive political

leaders in Bangladesh never sought their legitimacy under
Islam. In addition, Bangladesh faced a hostile language
movement in 1948 inspired by Bengali nationalism which

further complicated the issues (Kapoor, 2006). Bangladesh

was born because of civil war between East and West
Pakistan in 1971. From then through the end of 1975, Sheikh

Mujib and his party, the authoritarian regime of the.Awami

League was unchallenged due to the lack of strong political
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opposition.
Immediately following their achievement of

independence, the political context of Bangladesh was set

up with the underlying principle of a secular democracy.
Yet political secularism did not flourish during the Sheikh

Mujib era (1972-1975), because Mujib's idea of political

secularism was only a phrase in the constitution. It. was

not put into practice. On January 10, 1972, Sheikh Mujib
arrived back in Bangladesh after gaining freedom from

Pakistani imprisonment, and his government faced the
insurmountable task of reconstructing Bangladesh that had
just finished fighting a devastating war (Ahsan, 2 0 05) .
Kothari (1972) posits that a new state faces multiple

dilemmas associated with new economies, modernization, and

integration. Bangladesh was no exception. For example, soon
after the Liberation War, Bangladesh's economy was very

fragile, and most of the population was living at a
subsistence level. The majority of the population, not
exposed to modernization, lacked the basic education

necessary for participation in the democratic process.

Moreover, the necessity of bolstering secularism in
practical life as a shared identity among all the
Bangladeshis failed to materialize in a meaningful format.
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What was common to both Sheikh Mujib and the majority of
Bangladeshis was survival: for Mujib, it was political
survival; for the general population, it was physical

survival. Therefore, the idea of political secularism was

not a priority.

Jahan (1973) notes that, during the Sheikh Mujib era,
the political structure developed on a single party rule

with parliamentary democracy, and all religious-based

politics were banned. In the early period of his regime,
Sheikh Mujib allowed a relatively free political process

along with freedom of the press. Since no fundamentalist

political groups could promote religious-based propaganda

to create an Islamic state, Bangladeshis did not feel any
resistance with religion.

It is problematic to trace the people's thoughts on
political secularism during the Sheikh Mujib era because

secularism was not a major political issue at that time. In

other words, there is not much evidence of backlash between
religious-right groups and the secular based party, the
Awami League. Neither group sought to support or limit

political secularism in society.
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Political Secularism under Mujib

Sheikh Mujib's political contribution to the

Liberation War of Bangladesh, and his early attempts to
reconstruct the county, made him a charismatic leader to

his people; he was considered as the "Bangabandhu"

(friend

of Bengal). Following the liberation of Bangladesh in 1972,
he became Prime Minister with a promise to create a vibrant
political structure based on his political secularism,- .

however, in many situations, he failed to promote his four
state principles. In the early part of his regime, Sheikh
Mujib was relatively successful in rooting out religious-

based politics by incorporating secularism in the
constitution. Sheikh Mujib did not provide any other
specific framework to establish political secularism in the

government. At the time, political secularism was a

relatively new concept to the already tolerant Bengali
society.

Liberal elites in Bangladesh were and still are
Bengali nationalists, social workers, singers, politicians,
journalists and feminists (Rashiduzzaman, 1994). This
portion of the population displayed a liberal approach to
the creation of a secular-based democracy. They were aware

of Islamic religious sentiments and their use against
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innocent Bengalis by West Pakistan in the name of Islam.

The historical impasse of colonialism and the
oppressive regime of West Pakistan left a deep sense, of

uncertainty on cultural identity in the lives of

Bangladeshis. These citizens found the development of a
suitable political system challenging because of the

exposure to the ideas of western liberals (democracy,

secularism, and fundamental rights). More importantly, they

had to preserve a tolerant religious approach in a new
sovereign state under an anarchic socio-economic situation.
Path dependency on the British Empire also embedded a

negative impact in the new governance system of Bangladesh.

Huque (1997) claims new governments become repressive to
assert their state principles because of British
influences. Yet, in this analysis, Huque (1997) did not

provide any evidence that the Sheikh Mujib regime took a
strict approach to uphold its secularist principles among

the general citizens of Bangladesh outside of banning the
orthodox political groups. Analysis shows that Bangladesh
incorporated the western ideal of secularism in its
political platform, but in reality, the idea of political

secularism did not deeply affect the minds of the
Bangladeshi people.
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The First National Assembly of Bangladesh
During the post-independence era, the intermediate
class belonging to the Awami League (AL) dominated the
Jatio-Sangsad (National Assembly). In the National Assembly
election of 1973, AL won 292 seats out of 300. Among these
292 members of the Constituent Assembly, 26 percent were

lawyers, 3 percent were landowners, 24 percent were small

businessmen, 5 percent medical doctors and only 15 percent

were rich or middle class farmers (Islam, 1985). The, annual
income of 75 percent of national assembly members was
considered middle and lower-middle income by Bangladesh

standards at that time, which indicates that these members
were not from the top or the bottom strata of society

(Islam, 1985) .

The rapid growth of the industrial sector was visible
in August’ 1972, but agricultural production was not
satisfactory enough to meet the demand of the Bangladeshi
poor people (Jahan, 1973). A lack of economic growth in the
agricultural sector failed to improve the status quo^ of-the
majority of poor people in Bangladesh, which did not

translate into increased interest in political secularism.
The composition of the National Assembly was dominantly
middle class during the Sheikh Mujib era, and there is no
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evidence of this class exerting effort to facilitate
political secularism in a grassroots manner.
Khan (2000) notes demand for secularism in a

developing country does not arise from distinct classes. In

fact, in the,developing countries of the Indian

subcontinent, the notion of secularism derives through the

method of patron-client politics, where the influential
political leaders, the patrons, make a suitable political

platform to achieve their own political agenda, while the

rest of the population remained powerless (Khan, 2000) .
Based on the observation of the body politic in Bangladesh,
it is apparent that clientelist politics were widespread
during the Sheikh Mujib era.

As mentioned earlier, the middle class was very
dominant in the Constituent Assembly and overwhelmingly

supported the idea of political secularism in the
constitution-making process in 1974. Based on the evidence,

it is important to stress that the rich and the poor were
less influential and they provided a somewhat neutral
perspective about the role of political secularism in real

life and in the constitution.

Since the Constituent Assembly during the Sheikh Mujib
era was predominantly middle class, the opinions of the
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rich and poor on political secularism were unclear. It is

important to note that, during the Sheikh Mujib era, the
majority of the population was very poor, because the

people had been victims of West Pakistan's economic ,
disparities for many decades. Therefore, Bangladeshis were

more worried about basic survival than political

secularism. Alternately, most Bangladeshis had tremendous
faith in Sheikh Mujib's vision of political secularism,
because he demonstrated leadership qualities in the major

social and political movements in Bangladesh. Thus, the
distinct classes played a neutral role in the political
philosophy of secularism.

Religion as a Political Tool
Factional conflict based on religion has been part of

politics in the Indian subcontinent for many centuries.

Khan (2000) states that, to cope with factional conflicts,
the ruling party in Bangladesh used secular identities and

religious identities based on Islam as a seesaw game. Over
time, the dispute between politicians of different

ideologies often creates an ideological shift over time.

However, there was no major ideological shift based on -

secularism among the political parties between 1972 and
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1975. Since the secular Awami League was the strongest and

most influential party in the Constituent Assembly, its

members did not have to play a seesaw game between
political secularism and Islamic-based politics. The Sheikh

Mujib's version of political secularism remained in the
Constitution until Gen. Rahman came into power in 1977. As
a result, instead of the evolution of political secularism

in Bangladesh, religion became part of national politics in
the post-Sheikh Mujib era.
On January 25, 1975, Sheikh Mujib amended the

Constitution to create a presidential form of government

under the rule of one "National Party" by excluding all
other political parties who refused to join his "new" party

(Manirzzaman, 1976). The notion of a one-party system was
sold to Sheikh Mujib by his nephew Sheikh Fazlul Huq Moni,
Monsoor Ali (the Home Minister in the Mujib Cabinet) and by

the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). As a
result, the amendment bill passed in a short period without

debate. The law declared that Sheikh Mujib would be the

president for five years from the date of declaration.
Maniruzzaman (1976) suggests that Sheikh Mujib's adaptation

of the one-party system weakened democracy and/or Mujib
defined his constitutional coup as an attempt to expand
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democracy in the country.

The National Party was also known as the Bangladesh
Krishak Sramik Awami League (Bangladesh Peasants, Workers,
and Peoples' League) or BKSAL. The supreme power of BKSAL

was divided into the close followers of Sheikh Mujib and
his family members, which Maniruzzaman (1976) describes as
the "Sheikh Mujib Tribe."

An analysis of Maniruzzaman's (1976) argument shows

that Sheikh Mujib adopted the Soviet method of running his
country, yet all the deficiencies in the new regime were

incompatible'with socialism. A number of observations can

be made based on the evidence that Sheikh Mujib's
authoritarian regime completely ignored the private

sentiments of the oppositional political parties about
political secularism and other issues.

Although Sheikh Mujib was an intuitive leader, he

shifted his political ideals to secure his regime. As time
passed, Sheikh Mujib dimmed the democratic voice along with

the formation of the BKSAL. Due to Sheikh Mujib's

authoritarian regime, the opinion of political secularism

among Bangladeshis and the opposition parties remained
unheard. Additionally, Sheikh Mujib's government allocated
very little funding to defense, which fostered
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dissatisfaction among the Bangladesh Army and its veterans.

Factors Contributing to Sheikh Mujib's Death
As a result, on August 15, 1975, Sheikh Mujib, along

with his entire family, was assassinated during a bloody
coup at his residence, which jeopardized political

secularism in Bangladesh. Ahmed(2003) states that a one-

party system and the failure to live up to the expectation

of Bangladeshis toppled Sheikh Mujib's regime in 1975 and
gave an opportunity to the communal right wing to foster

the Islamization process in Bangladesh.
Bueno de Mesquita and Downs (2005) state economic
growth and "coordination goods" create effective political

competitors. These can threaten the political survival of
repressive governments. The repressive governments have a

tendency to restrict "coordination goods," such as media
outlets and religious organizations, to produce their own
political agendas. Such tendencies can be traced back to

China, Russia, and Venezuela, where governments restrict

"coordination goods" to avoid all the possible options for
revolution (Bueno de Mesquita & Downs, 2005) .

The "coordination goods" were also restricted under
the Sheikh Mujib's regime, which brought all newspapers
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under governmental control (Maniruzzaman, 1976) . The
restriction' of "coordination goods" was used as an

effective strategy under the Sheikh Mujib's regime to
secure its political survival. Therefore, one can draw the

conclusion that during the Sheikh Mujib era (1972-75),
neither the policy makers, nor the regular people were

concerned about political secularism.

Present Day Analogy

The current Syrian President Bashir al-Assad's method
of surviving his state's political unrest is similar to
Sheikh Mujib's Jatio Rakkhi Bahini (the JRB or "National
Security Force"). In an interview, President Assad refused

to acknowledge that his forces cracked down on Syrians, and
he refused to take responsibility for his own government's

actions (Bueno de Mesquita & Smith, 2011). Throughout
history, it is evident that no leaders, not even Louis XIV

of France, Adolf Hitler of Germany, or Joseph Stalin of the
USSR could have politically survived without the help of

their coalition supporters (Bueno de Mesquita & Smith,
2011). Sheikh Mujib gathered his support from his "Sheikh

Mujib Tribe" the same way President Assad currently gathers
his support from the key members of the Alawite clan. Since
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the democratic movement was of little importance during the

Sheikh Mujib era, it is not surprising that political
secularism floundered.
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CHAPTER SIX

POLITICAL SITUATION FROM 1976-PRESENT

This chapter highlights the major ideological shifts
in the Constitution of Bangladesh as new regimes assumed
power. This chapter analyzes how each regime in Bangladesh

manipulated religion to secure its political power, which

favors Islamic-based politics. However, recent decisions of
the High Court and the Supreme Court suggest that the wave
of political secularism has been rising in contemporary

Bangladesh.

Khondaker Moshtaque Ahmed
After the assassination of Sheikh Mujib on August 15,
1975 by a military coup, Bangladesh started an unsteady

journey under the new President Khondaker Moshtaque Ahmed,
a former member of Mujib's cabinet (see APPENDIX C). Unlike

Mujib, Ahmed directly alerted Bangladeshis that he would

not tolerate any uprising against his new revolutionary
government (O'Donnell, 1984). However, Ahmed obtained

civilian government power due to the first military coup.

Surprisingly, he announced that his government would
restore democracy and freedom of press. O'Donnell (1984),
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citing Kaufman, notes that ideological differences appeared

in the military. One faction that fought the Liberation War
supported the basic domestic and foreign policy of the

Sheikh Mujib regime while the other faction, who also
fought in the war, but was captured in West Pakistan's

prisons, sought for close relations with Islamic states. In
response to the two ideological factions in the military,

Ahmed took a symmetric political approach by appointing top
military officers from different factions.

A series of bloody coups and the opposition from
Sheikh Mujib's supporters forced Ahmed to resign from

presidential authority. As a result, on November 6, 1975,
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court Abusadat Mohammad Sayem

became president (O'Donnell, 1984).

Abusadat Mohammad Sayem

The future politics of Bangladesh were uncertain, and
Abusadat Mohammad Sayem emerged as President and sought to
guide Bangladesh in the proper direction. Sayem branded his

government as "unified, nonpartisan, and interim," with the
objectives to enforce the law, diminish corruption in the

administration, resolve domestic turmoil, and lay the

foundation of a self-reliant economy (O'Donnell, 1984). One
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may postulate that since Bangladesh was passing through a
difficult turning point, Sayem's political focus was to

create stability, not political secularism.

General Ziaur Rahman

After Sayem's short-term presidency, Gen. Ziaur Rahman
assumed the presidency on April 21, 1977. Gen. Rahman

founded the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP). Gen.
Rahman, an army general, immediately changed some important

tenets of the original Constitution, framed in 1972. Ahamed
and Nazneen (1990) state that, in 1977, Gen. Rahman's

government amended

Article 8 (1), in the Preamble to the

Constitution which preserved secularism and replaced it by
adding the phrase "Bismillah-ir-Rahman-ir-Rahim (In the
Name of Allah, the Beneficent, and the Merciful)". In order

to gain support from the Muslim World, Gen. Rahman helped
Islam re-emerge as a strong political ideology in the

sociopolitical arena of Bangladesh. The new clause
incorporated in Article 25 highlighted the importance of

upholding strong ties with the Arab Muslim states.

In addition to upholding the Islamic spirit, Gen
Rahman displayed Quranic verses in government offices,
provided messages by the head of the state on religious
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occasions, and used Azan, the call to prayer in national
radio and television five times a day (Ahamed and Nazneen,

1990). Thus, Gen. Rahman's government jeopardized the true

spirit of political secularism in Bangladesh.

It is apparent that Gen. Rahman's Islamization process
did not take into account the fundamental differences
between Bangladeshi and Pakistani views on Islam. It
appears Gen. Rahman overwhelmingly treated the Muslim

population in a monolithic fashion. Gen. Rahman saw the

significance of having an Islamic identity, by creating a
new division of religious affairs, and guided Bangladesh
toward membership in the Organization of the Islamic

Conference (OIC).

Ahamed and Nazneen (1990) state at end of martial law
in 1975, Islamic-based political parties gradually became

active with their political agendas to mold Bangladesh into
an Islamic state. With the removal of secularism from the
Constitution, Islamic-based political parties became more

influential even though Sheikh Mujib banned religious-based
politics during his rule.

Road toward Islamization
Franda (1981) states Gen. Rahman had no secularist
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political theory, unlike Sheikh Mujib. To Gen. Rahman, the
concept of Bangladeshi nationalism was a commitment to

build various institutions in order to make all citizens

self-sufficient. Gen. Rahman mentioned since Bangladesh is
a homogeneous country with one language; it does not have a

minority problem like India. Therefore, Gen. Rahman

believed that the lack of minorities in Bangladesh reduced

the need for political secularism.
Historical analysis of the religious community
suggests that the East Bengal region, which is now

Bangladesh, had a Hindu population of twenty percent. Most
Hindus were highly educated and they dominated the socio
economic and political system of East Bengal until 1947.

Franda (1981) states more than four million Hindus migrated

to India from 1947 to 1954 while many Hindus stayed in
Bangladesh (East Bengal). Since 1947, these portions of the
Hindu population failed to maintain a high-profile

socioeconomic status in Bangladesh to the detriment of the
development of the county.

It is apparent that the impact of Hindus in Bangladesh
politics has gradually become less influential overtime.

Many Hindus did not feel secure under the Muslim majority

in Bangladesh (East Bengal) causing them to withdrew from
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political participation. This is a byproduct of the
decade's long domination by the Muslim rulers of Pakistan

(West Pakistan).
However, Franda (1981) argues that while Gen. Rahman
removed "secularism" from the Constitution, he had no

intention of discriminating against Hindus or other
religious minorities in Bangladesh. Unfortunately, Gen.

Rahman failed to calculate that the removal of this one
word would have an array of negative consequences on so
many minorities.

Gen. Rahman, influenced by exogenous and endogenous

factors, thus removed the word secularism from the

Constitution (Franda, 1981). External pressures of creating
an image of a Muslim state influenced Gen. Rahman to build
a stronger bond with the Arab leaders to acquire aid,

primarily for higher education. As a result, he made. * .
religious studies mandatory in the education system in
Bangladesh to foster the Islamization process.

Gen. Rahman put forth his best effort to secure his

regime by compromising secular ideals with the restoration

of Islam. His Islamic-minded officer corps, which was anti

secular and trained in the West Pakistani army, worked as
an internal factor in his decision making process of
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glorifying Islam in state politics. Gen. Rahman defended
his position on the insertion of Islam by highlighting the
fact that since independence, Bangladesh had no official

record of communal violence. Nevertheless, many Hindus
expressed their concern regarding discrimination.
Bangladeshi Hindus were afraid to buy assets in their own

motherland due to the fear of forced migration to India

(Franda, 1981).
Gen. Rahman maintained his deep commitment to Islam
despite criticism by opposition parties of his anti-secular
policies. For example, Gen. Rahman declared Friday a half-

holiday for Muslim prayer and he reviewed the recitation of

Quranic verses during his public meetings. Anti-secular
political parties such as Jammat (led by Ghulam Azam)

gained political momentum following Gen. Rahman's change of
the secularist ideal in the Constitution (Hossain and

Siddiquee, 2004) .

Lieutenant General Hussain Muhammad Ershad

Bangladesh experienced the final blow to political
secularism during President Lt. Gen. Hussain Muhammad
Ershad's (hereafter Gen. Ershad) regime. Gen. Ershad

founded the Jatiyo Party. Gen. Ershad ruled Bangladesh from
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1982-1990 and declared Islam the state religion of

Bangladesh. Article 2A in the Constitution states: "Islam
is the state religion. All other religions can be practiced

freely in peace and harmony"

(Pattanaik, 2005).

Islam was used as the cultural and political identity

of Bangladesh, and the attempt to make Islam the state
religion created frustration among many minorities.

Disenfranchised citizens felt that their freedom of
religion was granted only at the mercy of the majoritarian
state (Pattanaik, 2005) .

Since Islam became the official state religion,

Bangladesh could have incorporated Sharia law. Yet, the

promoters of Islamic fundamentalism were unsuccessful in
promoting Sharia law due to the tolerant nature of
Bangladeshi culture. Pattaniak (2005), citing Goswami and
Nasreen (2003), states that the declaration of Islam as the

state religion psychologically boosted a supremacy attitude

among the majority and created polarized politics. Logic

follows that the political secularism of Sheikh Mujib
became less important under the process of a new Islamic
and cultural evolution.

O'Donnell (1984) highlights a variety of factors taken
by Gen. Ershad that contributed to the shaping of the
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Islamic identity. For instance, O'Donnell (1984) observes
that in a meeting with the teachers of religious schools,
Gen. Ershad stated that he wanted to spread Islamic
ideologies in every sphere of the state and to fight
enemies of Islam. He never provided a clear framework of

whether to create an Islamic state similar to Pakistan or
other Arab countries. Later, he regretted his own statement

for saying it aloud.

Consequently, there is room to argue that Gen. Ershad

was uncertain about the strict framework of an Islamic
state (O'Donnell, 1984). Moreover, he was ashamed of his
own comments regarding the glorification of Islam at the
state level because his words might have inflamed

Bangladeshi sentiments.

Furthermore, on February 21, 1983, Martyr's Day, Gen.
Ershad ordered the recitation of the Koran in order to

glorify Islam at the state level. Pro-secular citizens
exploded in anger. His opponents mentioned that such an
order could put Bangladeshis in an "endangered species"

category. Forcing Islam on the citizens paralleled the way
West Pakistan tried to dilute Bangladeshi identity by;
forcing Urdu as the official state language (O'Donnell,
1984). The British Broadcasting Company reported that the
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proponents of secularism argued that Gen. Ershad's attempt

to establish Islam as the state religion dishonored the
sacrifice of the martyrs who died in the language movement

in 1952. For many critics, the recitation of the Koran was
not to honor the martyrs; it was an imposition of his

party's interest in disguise. According to Lintner (2002),
during Gen. Ershad's regime, Islamic forces got their

momentum back as Islam was placed as the state religion. In
December 1990, anti-government protests toppled Gen.
Ershad's regime. However, Gen. Ershad's downfall did not

revive political secularism (Lintner, 2002) .

In addition, various Islamist parties played an
important role in transmitting more Islamic values in
Bangladesh, such as Jamaat, Islami Oikyo Jote (IOJ), and

Islami Chatra Shibir (ICS)

(Upadhyay, 2 0 07) . After the

death of Sheikh Mujib in 1975, religious-based political
parties became openly active in the Gen. Rahman and Gen.

Ershad administrations. Jamaat, led by Ghulam Azam, is the

largest Islamic-based political party in Bangladesh.. This
party contributed to the development of political Islam

during these two military regimes in Bangladesh (Hossain &
Siddiquee, 2004).

Hossain and Siddiquee (2004) note Gen. Rahman allowed
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Islamic-based politics in Bangladesh reopened the
opportunity for Ghulam Azam to return to Bangladesh from

London in 1978. Azam's political thoughts and ideas are
purely anti-secular and many Bangladeshis consider him a
war criminal. To the present day, in Bangladesh politics,

Azam and his party's activities have been very provocative
due to their collaboration with West Pakistan during the

Liberation War of 1971. Despite the controversy, Jamaat
managed to make inroads in Bangladeshi politics and it is
now considered the third largest political party in

Bangladesh ((Hossain & Siddiquee, 2004) .

In the previous analysis of the military regimes
suggests that although Bangladesh was created based on
secular ethics, the military regimes from 1975 to 1991 used

political Islam to remodel the political institutions to
benefit from the Saudi and Gulf states (Alamgir, 2009) .

Thus, during, the reign of military regimes, the secular

forces were marginalized and the political landscape of
Bangladesh was overwhelmingly dominated by Islamic forces.

Begum Khaleda Zia

Following the elimination of Gen. Ershad, Begum
Khaleda Zia (hereafter Begum Zia), the widow of Gen.
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Rahman, won her first National Assembly election in 1991.
After becoming the first woman Prime Minister, she

continued the Islamization process.
Her right-wing political party is pro-Islamic like the

Jatiyo (the party of Gen. Ershad) and Jamaat parties.

Pattaniak (2005) argues that the BNP embraced rightist
ideologies for political survival. As mentioned, Gen.

Rahman and Gen. Ershad made constitutional changes in
regards to religion in order to gain political legitimacy.

The BNP, Jatiyo party and most other religious right-wing
parties never hesitated to go beyond constitutional
provisions in shaping Islamic identity. For example, pro

secular political parties and citizens who have distinct
versions of the nation-state were exposed to patronizing
attitudes by these parties (Pattanaik, 2005) .

According to Hossain and Siddiquee (2004), Jamaat,
once banned for its collaboration with the Pakistani army,

won 18 Assembly seats in 1991. After gaining a voice in the

National Assembly, Jamaat, at this point allied with BNP,
and attempted to pass the "Blasphemy" law of Pakistan, in

the Bangladeshi judicial system. This new law would have

prohibited any offense against the holy Koran and the

Prophet Mohammad (PBUH)

(Hashmi, 2011).
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In response, Dr. Amena Mohsin stated that such a law
would further threaten the freedom of speech of Bangladeshi
minorities (Hashmi, 2011). It becomes obvious that Jammat

took small steps to cultivate Islamic-oriented laws in

order to erase any possible chance of revival of political

secularism.

Custers (2002) notes despite Muslim fascist forces'
collaboration with West Pakistan, Begum Zia's government

remained passive toward them. For instance, in 1991, a

social movement took place for the trial of the accused war
criminals of the 1971 war in response to the election of
Ghulam Azam as the chief leader of the Jamaat. It was a

"public secret" that Ghulam Azam was a war criminal who

never wanted an independent secular Bangladesh, and

assisted in mass killing during the Liberation War
(Custers, 2002). Thus, one may postulate that despite

Ghulam Azam's alleged war criminal activities, Begum Zia's

regime sheltered him.
Since 1971, the proponents of secularism and civil
society hoped to punish the war criminals, but an unstable

political situation never created a positive circumstance

for such action. Along with Begum Zia's regime, the
democratic process re-emerged in Bangladesh and the civil
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society attempted to punish war criminals. Custers (2002)
states "In January 1992, secular intellectuals in Dhaka
convened to found the Nirmul Committeer the committee of

intellectuals committed to preventing the further

rehabilitation of the Jamaat-i-Islam". The proponents of

this committee argued that acknowledging war criminals'
political rights would diminish the dignity of Bangladesh

as an independent nation with a secular voice. Custers
(2002) asserts that the Nirmul Committee suggested a

symbolic trial in the form of a "People's Court". The
progressive leaders of the Left Democratic Alliance, Awami
League, intellectuals, artists and prominent citizens '

overwhelmingly supported the idea of public trial.

Thus, March 26, 1992, was fixed for the public trial
because it is Bangladesh's Independence Day. Despite Azam's
war criminal activities and complaints of the Nirmul

committee, Begum Zia's government criticized these symbolic
initiatives calling them unconstitutional. Shortly before
March 26, 1992, her government announced that it would not

tolerate any public trial for war criminals (Custers,
2002) .

During the same time period, Begum Zia's government
launched police forces against secular activists in order
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to distract the movement. Instead of supporting the Nirmul
committee, Begum Zia's government launched court cases
against the leading intellectuals, including Jahanara Imam,

Sharirer Kabir and Colonel Kazi Nuruzzaman (Custers, 2002) .
The analysis of these historic events illustrates that

during Begum Zia's democratic regime, political secularism

was further jeopardized in order to prevent the prosecution
of the war criminals.
One may question that why have democratic regimes in

Bangladesh failed to restore political secularism since

1991? The answer may be linked to the previous
authoritarian and military regimes. As mentioned, during

the Sheikh Mujib regime, political secularism remained in
the Constitution. Two subsequent military regimes used
Islam as a political weapon to justify leadership actions.

Thus, under Begum Zia's democratic regime, the evolution of
political secularism failed to move forward. A major reason
for this failure was due to the influence of Jamaat and.,,
other orthodox Islamic forces.

Hossain and Siddiquee (2004) observed that Jamaat

opposed the division of East and West Pakistan because
Islam was viewed as a strong instrument to keep unity

between the two nations. Since Jamaat's political
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ideologies are based on Islam, its members and supporters

showed sympathy towards West/East Pakistani unity rather
than East Pakistani separatism. For instance, during the
Liberation War, Jamaat helped organize the Al-Badr, Al-

Shams, and Razakars,5 under the command of West Pakistani
forces to kill freedom fighters and intellectuals in

Bangladesh. One may argue that when a political party such
as Jamaat lacks respect for national expression of non

religious values, political secularism can diminish.

Sheikh Hasina Wazed
Sheikh Hasina Wazed (hereafter Sheikh Hasina),

daughter of Sheikh Mujib, and the leader of the Awami

League, became Prime Minister in 1996. Unlike religious
right-wing political groups, the Awami League upholds
political secular ideology. Hashmi (2011) notes that the
Awami League stands accused of failing to define secularism

and is inconsistent in preserving secularist ideology. In

order to win the election in 1996 against BNP, the Awami
League, allied unofficially with Jamaat (Hashmi, 2011).

5 Al-Bakr, Al-Shams, and Razakars were paramilitary units of anti secular East Pakistanis fighting for West

Pakistan during the Liberation War.
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Thus, one may postulate that the Awami League's alliance

with the anti-secular Jamaat jeopardized the revival of
political secularism in Bangladesh in favor of political

survivability.
Pattanaik (2005) observes that over time, the Awami

League also had been using religion in a subtle manner
because it became difficult to pursue political secularism

in a Muslim majority state. Nevertheless, the Awami League
did not commit to overt religious expression because' the
party had supporters from minorities and secular
intellectuals. As mentioned in previous analyses, the

secularist ideals only existed in the Bangladesh

Constitution and never truly evolved in every sphere of
political and social life. Thus, one may argue that

although Sheikh Hasina supported political secularism, like
her father, it would be difficult for her to "officially"

pursue political secularism.
Custers. (2002) states that Sheikh Hasina's government
(1996-2001) funded many madrassahs and allowed a Shariat

bench to be formed under the country's Supreme Court. The

pro-secular activists viewed Sheikh Hasina's regime as an

excellent opportunity to reinstate political secularism,
but the Awami League government was lukewarm toward
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political secularism (Custers, 2002). On the other hand, in

the 1996 election, Jamaat won only three Assembly seats

(Hossain & Siddiquee, 2004) . This election result suggests
that since Jamaat won very few seats in the National
Assembly during Sheikh Hasina's regime, political

secularism began a tentative first step on the journey to
constitutional revival.

In 2000, Sheikh Hasina's regime faced a major
grassroots movement from secular activists to protect
secularist ideals when the controversy of naming the

academic buildings of Sylhet (located in the north of
Bangladesh), became a national issue (Custers, 2002) . The

Jamaat activists opposed to the announcement that one of
the university halls would be named after the prominent
proponent of Bengali secular nationalism. Pro-secular
students went on a hunger strike when Sylheti leaders of

Jammat and BNP targeted university teachers and terrorized

the university campus. Thus, Sheikh Hasina showed sympathy
toward the students and teachers, but did not take any

national policy to protect political secularism (Custers,
2002).
According to Ghulam Azam, "Islamic political

philosophy is antithetical to secular democracy" and
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Bangladesh should be. ruled by Quranic laws. It signifies

that his political ideas exclude the sentiment of
minorities and competes with the revival of secularism in

Bangladesh. One may assert that Ghulam Azam never gained
power because he failed to acknowledge that Bangladesh

could not be ruled under divine order because most Muslims

in Bangladesh are not orthodox Muslims. Though Bangladesh

has a long history of Islamic tradition, Islam in
Bangladesh has the essence of non-orthodox elements.

The ICS is the most well-disciplined student wing of

Jamaat and wants to change Bangladesh into a Taliban-type
Islamic state (Upadhyay, 2007). This orthodox oriented

student wing is strongly against the idea of secular

democracy. The ICS emphasizes political Islam and prepares
madrassa students for Jihadi missions5. In 1977, under Gen.

Rahman's regime, as soon as the bans on religious based
politics were lifted, Jamaat returned to politics with a

goal of creating a sectarian state (Upadhyay, 2007) . The

ICS is successfully devoting itself to creating a sectarian
state.

6 Jihadi missions mean to establish Islamic rules through violent actions. However, the definition of jihad is
contested.
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Hossain and Siddiquee (2004) note ICS's politics are
no less violent than other political groups in Bangladesh.

For example, since the 1980s, the ICS has been involved in
kidnapping, killing, and torturing its opponents,

especially the Awami League and left-leaning political
parties. While aware of the militant activities committed

by the ICS, neither Ghulam Azam nor Jamaat took action

against ICS's activists. Moreover, Jamaat refused to

acknowledge the reality and blamed the media for such
reports (Hossain & Siddiquee, 2004).
Since promoting violence and deceiving people in the

name of Islam has become common practice, secular
intellectuals and activists are in danger in the presence
of such violent and brutal acts. It is reasonably certain

that the morality of Jamaat is limited by orthodox
interpretations of Islam. Thus, one might suggest that

orthodox versions of Islam run counter to politically

secular ideals.

Begum Khaleda Zia

Under Prime Minister Begum Khaleda Zia (hereafter
Begum Zia), Bangladesh experienced further Islamization.

Hashmi (2011) states, in 2005, the Supreme Court
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highlighted the importance of secularism as a guiding
policy of the state to ensure religious tolerance without

discrimination. Hashmi (2011) further states that, "The

Court, in unequivocal terms, condemned the actions of the
military junta to convert secular Bangladesh into a

theocratic state"

(P.8). Begum Zia was not satisfied with

court's statement, because her regime never preached
secularist ideals in politics.

During Begum Zia's regime, on August 17, 2005, the

extremist Islamist group, Jamaatul Mujahedeen Bangladesh
(JMB), detonated 500 bombs nationwide, demanding, in

essence to launch the "law of Allah" by replacing

democratic system (Hasan, 2011). JMB justified its hostile
activities by stating that Islam and democracy are not
compatible. It is unquestionable that JMB attacked two of

the major tenets of the original constitution of

Bangladesh, democracy and secularism.
A historical analysis reveals that JMB's activities
re-started after the death of Sheikh Mujib and progressed
over time. Thus, personal observation suggests that Begum

Zia's government failed to halt the violent uprising of JMB
which further jeopardized the revival of political

secularism in Bangladesh. However, in 2005, Begum Zia's
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government banned JMB following the pressure from donors
and foreign diplomats. Despite this, JMB did not stop its

activities (Hasan, 2011). In addition; evidence suggests
that on many occasions, the BNP party consciously ignored

all the violent activities committed by JMB.
Hasan (2011) notes by 2006, many Islamic-based

political parties emerged and only seven of them registered
with the Election Commission: Jaker party, Khilafat

Andolan, Muslim League, the JIB, Islamic Front Bangladesh,
Jomiote Ulamaye Islam Bangladesh and Islami Oikko Jot
(IOJ). In the 2001 election, by collaborating with BNP,

Jamaat won 17 and IOJ won only two seats out of the 300
seats in the National Assembly (Hasan, 2011). Thus, one may
postulate that political Islam failed to gain credibility

among the majority of Muslim Bangladeshis.

Conversely, based on the following evidence Hasan
(2011) asserts that political Islam accelerated during

Begun Zia's regime (2001-2006). Several grenade attacks on
the BAL's rally, the assassination of the former finance
minister and BAL leader, Shah A.M.S Kibria and the attack
on Anwar Chowdhury, the British High Commissioner to
Bangladesh warned the country of the rise of JMB (Hasan,
2011). Since JMB's goal is to assert violence in order to
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convert Bangladesh's judicial system into Sharia law, such
actions threatens the revival of political secularism in
Bangladesh.

In 2002, Ghulam Azam voluntarily resigned from his
leadership position, yet he remained a source of

inspiration among his supporters (Hossain & Siddiquee,

2004) .

Caretaker Government

Following Begum Zia's government, the Caretaker
Government (CTG) assumed power to guide the country to a
fair and free National Assembly election for the 2009
election. Hashmi (2011) notes that during the caretaker

government period (2006-2009), the Awami League's
controversial deed to support the Bangladesh Khilafat

Andolan (Islamist political party), was broadly criticized
by its progressive supporters. This Islamist political

party is boldly anti-secular and wants to create a judicial

system based on Islamic Sharia law. Personal observation of

the author of this work suggests the Awami League's Grand
Alliance with Bangladesh Khilafat Andolan is antithetical

to its commitment to the secular cause. Ultimately however,

the Awami League dropped the Khilafat Andolan from the
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Grand Alliance due to the bold opposition from all levels

of progressive supporters (Hashmi, 2011).

The caretaker government's political objective was not
to reinstate political secularism, yet its actions against
JMB, may be considered a step to minimize the enemy of
secularism. Hasan (2011) posits that in 2007, the caretaker

government executed, after a trial, seven members of JMB.

Sheikh Hasina Wazed

In 2009, Prime Minister Sheik Hasina, leading the
Awami League, once again won elections and the proponents

of political secularism viewed this win as an excellent
opportunity to convert Bangladesh into a secular state. The
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) is the leading

oppositional political party in the Bangladesh National
Assembly and never supported political secularism. In

addition, many linguistic nationalists observe that the

space of political secularism in Bangladesh narrowed due to
the growing number of political parties in order to

legitimize their position (Pattanaik, 2005) .

The following analysis of the Supreme Court's ruling
may create a platform for political secularism to be

revived. According to Hashmi (2011), "In 2005, the Fifth
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Amendment was struck down by the High Court"

(p. 8). The

Fifth Amendment established Article 8 of the Constitution
of the People's Republic of Bangladesh. This article
established Islam as the state religion. On January 3,
2010, the Supreme Court upheld the 2005 findings of the

High Court by invoking Article 38, which states, "Every
citizen shall have the right to form association or unions,
subject to any reasonable restrictions imposed by law in
the interest of morality or public order" (Bangladesh,

Const, part III, § 38). Thus, the Supreme Court barred

religious-based politics and Hasan (2011) considers such a

ruling as a milestone for Bangladesh, which gives hope for
the revival of political secularism as per the original

Constitution dated 1972.

In 2009, the newly elected Awami League, which
dominated the government, promised to glorify the original

Constitution by returning to secularist principles. Hashmi
(2011) notes Bangladesh is recognized as a "moderate Muslim

Democracy" by the United Nations. In response to that, the
Foreign Minister of Bangladesh, Dipu Moni asserts her

opinion by referring to Bangladesh as a secular, not
moderate Muslim country. Such a bold opinion by a

government official may help to heal the scars of the
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secular activists who always dreamt of building a secular

Bangladesh. A cross-section of people in Bangladesh

welcomed her secularist statement; however, the secular
Awami League government did not reinstate political

secularism in the Constitution (Hashmi, 2011).

Habib (2011) states on June 30, 2011, the Bangladesh
National Assembly passed the Fifteenth Amendment, which
reinstated some groundwork of the original Constitution of

1972. Sheikh Hasina's closest advisors stated that she
would not endorse any non-secular provisions but at the
same time, she would not replace Islam with secularism
because such an attempt may upset the sentiments of the
majority Muslim population (Habib, 2011). As a result, the

proponents of political secularism and a vast majority of
the civil society were unsatisfied with such a statement.

Since, the Awami League won 229 seats out of 300 seats in

the National Assembly, in the 2008 election; the civil
society expected that the Awami League would convert

Bangladesh into a secular state.
The Fifteenth Amendment is internally contradictory

and significantly disrupts the hope of the pro-secular and
civil societies. Sheikh Hasina's government reinstated all

the "lost" principles in the Constitution but retained
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Islam as state religion (Habib, 2011). It is safe to posit

that this amendment did not fully favor political

secularism, but provided a safe environment for the
Islamic-based political parties to grow. It becomes obvious

that Sheikh Hasina's government consciously ignored the
fact that retaining political secularism in the

Constitution would not ensure the practice of political

secularism if Islam remains the state religion.
Momen (2012) notes the historical analysis that the

West Pakistani regime, which taught East Pakistan that the

foundation of Pakistani patriotism is to oppose India and
mistrust Hindus. Since then, the Pakistani version of

patriotism remains influential to a limited number of
Bangladeshi sympathizers of Pakistan. Momen (2012)

emphasizes that BNP continues the Pakistani political
tradition in order to highlight that Islam is not secure

under the Awami League government. Since achieving
independence, political leader Abdul Hamid Khan Bhashani
and BNP, in its entirety have always criticized the

religious stance of the Awami League. As a result, the
Awami League has gradually compromised its secular

principles with religion. Now, one may highlight the

Fifteenth Amendment to argue that under the Awami League
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regime, political secularism is once again protected in the
Constitution. The bitter truth is that political secularism

is not truly protected.
According to Momen (2012), left wing political groups
have lost strength and contemporary Bangladesh does not

truly have any real secular party. For the sake of selfprotection and patriotism, the secular forces are trying to

preserve the secular essence of the Awami League. Since the
right-wing political parties have always used religion to
secure their electoral victory over the Awami League, they
may also use religion as a trump card to win the next
election (Momen, 2012). Thus, Islamic fundamentalists will

become more politically active by weakening the current
revival of secular ideals in Bangladesh.
i

Since parliamentary democracy was restored in 1991,.

the national power alternated between AL and BNP, with one
exception from 2006 to 2009, referred to as the Caretaker

Government (Fowler, 2010). From 1991 to the present,
Bangladesh witnessed rule under democratic regimes.

Nonetheless, the secular forces have been unsuccessful in

influencing the governments, because Islam was deeply
embedded in the political and educational institutions.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
CONCLUSION

After careful examination of the sources and data

presented in the preceding chapters, it becomes clear that

political secularism can and does experience a rise, fall,

and revival in a limited number of nascent states under
specific circumstances.
As the process of secularization emerged in Europe

during the time of enlightenment, socially-embedded

religious practice became less prominent in the political

sphere. Thus, it becomes obvious that the thought process
of the enlightenment gradually helped to abolish

pathological politics, theocracy, and authoritarian
regimes.

According to many experts in Bangladesh, enlightenment

is necessary for a society to improve the rational thought

process of its people. Yet, Bangladesh has not experienced
any enlightenment; thus, religion still drives society.

Some authors argue that the process of the development of
the Muslim society in Bangladesh arose from a more

conservative and narrow perspective. Thus, society has
failed to examine religion from a rational viewpoint. As
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mentioned in the historical analysis, some authoritarian
and democratic leaders of Bangladesh viewed political

secularism as a form of tolerance, inferring an equal

respect for all religions. Yet, the former military rulers
and contemporary political leaders of Bangladesh failed to

distinguish that tolerance of religion in society and
political secularism in government are not the same thing.

One of the core reasons that political secularism has

failed to maintain consistency is because the Awami League

has gradually compromised its secular principles. According

to some observers, the Awami League had very bold
ideologies during Sheikh Mujib's era, but now, such
ideologies have become vulnerable in the face of election

politics. The Awami League has sacrificed its principles in
order to obtain votes. One may postulate that Sheikh
Hasina's government and her well-recognized secular party,

the Awami League, are jeopardizing secular ideals by- making

political compromises, potentially allowing the anti
secular forces to find a more solid ground on which to

attack secular ideals.

Social, political, and cultural enlightenment is

necessary for a society to progress. Nevertheless, the
evidence shows that Jamaat's political propaganda has been
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spread in many educational institutions of Bangladesh,

severely obstructing the progress of rational thought. It
is safe to posit that religious culture has been gradually

embedded in educational institutions, challenging the

creation of a liberal educational environment for

Bangladeshi students.

Topic for Future Research
There are three possible elements that may affect the

rise and fall of potential political secularism in this

case study which remain outside the limited scope of this
thesis. One of these elements is the changing number of

women participating in the National Assembly. Studies show

that the rate of participation of women in the National
Assembly may be connected to political secularism, but

documentation is scant.

Second, the analyses of the epochs of Bangladesh's
presidential and prime ministerial regimes indicate that

there is a link between the distinct regime type and
political secularism. Research reveals that political

secularism has always been denounced under the presidential

regime and tends to revive under the prime ministerial

regime. Again, information as to causality is severely
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lacking.
Third, the self-reliant economic system influences the
thought process of people, which may affect political
secularism. Exploration of Bangladesh suggests that the
country has ethnic enclave economies, export enclave
economies, and gift economies among rural women. These

three types of economic systems contribute to the gross

domestic product and help to improve the national economy.
It is very reasonable to assume that when people improve
their lifestyle beyond subsistence level, they may start to
think realistically. Thus, they constantly try to improve
their social surroundings and politics, but this topic
requires more research.

If the tolerant citizens of a nascent state are

exposed to the rise and fall of authoritarian versions of
religious influence, political secularism may be revived in

the constitution. Yet, the Fifteenth Amendment did not
glorify secular ideals by reinstating the "lost"
principles, because the Fifteenth Amendment retained Islam

as the state religion (Habib, 2011). Based on the analysis
of the historical epochs, research, and the Fifteenth
Amendment, a thoughtful conclusion can be drawn: The
revival of "lost" principles of the Bangladesh Constitution
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is ultimately an assault on the true meaning of political

secularism.

The existence of political secularism and Islam as a
state religion in the constitution together are

contradictory. These two principles are dichotomous; a

nation cannot retain a dual identity. It is the considered
judgment that one or the other should remain in the
Bangladesh Constitution. Such a misleading decision to keep

contradicting concepts in the Constitution denounces the
true spirit of political secularism.

In the near future, the contemporary contentious
politics in Bangladesh will deepen between secular and

Islamic forces over the trajectory of religious influence

at the state level. For the first time in the history of
Bangladesh, both forces will be equally entitled to the
pursuit of their distinct political agendas, creating an

unprecedented level of political competition.
Unfortunately’, the Fifteenth Amendment will mislead the

future politics of Bangladesh, and frustration over the
role of religion in politics will jeopardize the nation's
identity.

The Bengali People, being a Buddhist, a Hindu, and a

Muslim, were always transforming the original
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religion as their own. From the ancient period, the
people of Bengal modified the original religions in

circumstances as their own, instead of the original

form. They never followed any particular doctrine of
foreign countries as their own religion.

(Sharif,

1985, p.55)7

Sharif (1985) alludes to the long-standing history of
the Bengali people toward tolerance. Over time, this

translated to social acceptance of political secularism in
the new Bangladesh. However, despite the waxing and waning

authoritarian versions of religious influence in national
politics, political secularism failed to become part
of
*

the

national political focus. This can be connected to the

citizen's lack of political socialization.
From its independence to the present, Bangladesh
experienced the rise, fall, and constitutional restoration

of political secularism; however, one may postulate that
the Fifteenth Amendment's effort to revive "lost"

principles failed to honor the true nature of political
secularism. Currently, political secularism remains only a

word in the Constitution, just as it was in the Mujib era.

7 This translation from the original Bangla Is the most accurate to convey Sharif's meaning.
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Sharif (1985) stated that Bengalis are very tolerant toward
religion, and they molded the original religion according

to their needs. However, such tolerance is not sufficient
to ensure political secularism in national politics.
Political socialization is needed among the regular

citizens of Bangladesh to acknowledge the importance of
political secularism. Currently, the Awami League holds

national power, but the fundamentalists have been gaining
influence since military regimes declared Islam as the

state religion.

Although Islamic-based political parties never came

into power, the small portions of fundamentalists are very

influential. In addition, the verdict of the Fifteenth
Amendment, to maintain Islam as the state religion, gives

an opportunity for the fundamentalists to grow. A
thoughtful conclusion is that political secularism truly
can be revived in politics if political socialization can

work along with tolerant nature of Bangladeshi people.
It has been shown in the preceding chapters that

Bangladeshis fought the Liberation War for their civil

rights and proved that religion cannot be a bond over
cultural heritage. Thus, they have always shaped the
original religions with their cultural context and have
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avoided orthodoxy. Various studies show that the majority

of Bangladeshis are not active in politics, and right
leaning political parties have always used religion as a

political tool to manipulate citizens in order to win
elections. Furthermore, the small numbers of fundamentalist

political groups are effectively working toward an

Islamization process. They are influential in misleading
people about religious sentiment in order to attack secular

forces.

A thoughtful conclusion is that it is crucial to
create awareness among the majority of Bangladeshi voters;

that political secularism does not intend to dishonor any

religion, but instead insists on separating religiontfrom
state affairs. It is important to educate citizens about

the religious sentiment that can easily be manipulated by
politicians, which often misleads the masses.

Careful observation reveals that Bangladesh has a
legacy of tolerant people, with a rich cultural heritage
and a unique style of accepting religion. These powerful

elements can work as a foundation to boldly reinforce
political secularism in the Bangladesh Constitution. The

primary missing ingredients are political socialization,
cultural enlightenment, a lack of philosophical insight to
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welcome political secularism, and self-awareness to make
rational judgments before building a viable politicallysecular government. It remains to be seen how long
Bangladeshi citizens' take to realize the value of

political secularism in creating a vibrant political
system.
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APPENDIX A

PARTITION OF INDIA 1947

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liaquat_Ali_Khan

Accessed February 24, 2012.
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APPENDIX B
PREAMBLE TO THE CONSTITUTION OF

THE PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF BANGLADESH

BISMILLAH-AR-RAHMAN-AR-RAHIM

We, the people of Bangladesh, having proclaimed our

independence on the 26th day of March, 1971 and through a
historic struggle for national liberation], established the
independent, sovereign People's Republic of Bangladesh;

Pledging that the high ideals of nationalism, socialism,
democracy and secularism, which inspired our heroic people
to dedicate themselves to, and our brave martyrs to

sacrifice their lives in, the national liberation struggle,

shall be the fundamental principles of the Constitution;]

Further pledging that it shall be a fundamental aim of the

State to realize through the democratic process a socialist

society, free from exploitation a society in which the rule
of law, fundamental human rights and freedom, equality and
justice, political, economic and social, will be secured
for all citizens;

Affirming that it is our sacred duty to safeguard, protect
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and defend this Constitution and to maintain its supremacy
as the embodiment of the will of the people of Bangladesh
so that we may prosper in freedom and may make our full
contribution towards international peace and co operation
in keeping with the progressive aspirations of mankind;

In our Constituent Assembly, this eighteenth day of
Kartick, 1379 B.S., corresponding to the fourth day of
November, 1972 A.D., do hereby adopt, enact and give to

ourselves this Constitution.

<http://bdlaws.minlaw.gov.bd/print_sections.php?id=367&sect
ions_id=l0 0 0 0 0 0 0 >
Accessed 22 February 2012
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APPENDIX C
POLITICAL LEADERS OF BANGLADESH (TIMELINE)

1972-1975 Prime Minister-turned-President Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman

1975 Aug-Nov President Khondoker Mushtaq Ahmed
1975 Nov-1977 Apr President Abusadat Mohammad Sayem

1977-1981 President General Ziaur Rahman

1982-1990 President Hussain Mohammad Ershad

1991-1996 Prime Minister Khaleda Zia
1996-2001 Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina Wazed
2001-2006 Prime Minister Khaleda Zia

2006-2009 Caretaker Government
2009-Present Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina Wazed

This timeline of political regimes of Bangladesh was

collected from multiple sources.
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